T he Association for Laboratory Automation is focused on an educational mission. Through our conference programs, short courses, academic grant program, and JALA, we aim to disseminate the collective knowledge of the laboratory automation community. The dissemination process requires some structure to categorize the wealth of information into conference sessions, short courses, and JALA articles, reports, and reviews that provide both academic researchers and industry technologists a framework to find the information they need. For example, in our upcoming LabAutomation2005 program, the sessions are categorized into the following tracks: Detection and Separation, Micro-Technologies, High-Throughput Technologies, Informatics, and Frontiers beyond BioPharma. Furthermore, the Education Committee has worked to develop a set of short courses that present the spectrum of topics deemed most integral to the Field of Laboratory Automation.
Is it appropriate to use the term Field? Although the lab automation community can easily be defined as the collection of those who participate in ALA meetings or publish in JALA, this tautology does not help us in defining a lab automation field, discipline, or body of knowledge. In fact, lab automation has been distinctly interdisciplinary in content and in participant demographics. Will a collection of science and engineering fundamentals along with core applications, instruments, and methods ever emerge to become a well-defined Laboratory Auto-mation Field? Existing departments in universities now teach some courses in microfluidics, microfabrication, robotics, high-throughput methods, and laboratory informatics, sometimes with the goal of integrating these to support a laboratory automation curriculum. For example, Indiana University School of Informatics offers a Laboratory Informatics program, the Institute of Automation in Rostock, Germany, offers courses in Lab Automation and Engineering (see JALA 7.6 December 2002), and Keck Graduate Institute (KGI) teaches Laboratory Automation as part of its Masters of Biosciences program (see Feature Story in this issue). Will these newly-evolved programs offer benefits for academic survival, and will they further evolve into new academic departments?
The collection of articles in this special issue represents research being performed by academic scientists and engineers that may form the skeleton of a laboratory automation body of knowledge. Most of the work presented here involves the development of tools and methods that, with development, could be adopted into routine laboratory use. In contrast to these presentations on new tools and methods, two papers are presented that describe the development of facilities and utilization of existing instruments and equipment in academia. Reporting on these types of activities is important to the laboratory automation community because it represents work that cannot be reported in many scientific journals, but is valuable to researchers attempting to establish, optimize, or utilize facilities ''Will a collection of science and engineering fundamentals along with core applications, instruments, and methods ever emerge to become a well-defined Laboratory Automation Field?'' and instruments in novel ways. Cechetto et al. describe the issues associated with developing and running a highthroughput screening facility at McMaster University, while Rajan et al. report on a KGI student project to characterize the performance of a commercial micro parallel LC system in the analysis of peptides and proteins.
Finally, this issue presents some novel applications of automation in academia: Sooter and Ellington report on the automated selection of DNA/aptamer sequences that effectively bind to NFjB. Van Noort et al. combine methods in microfluidics and DNA hybridization to consider logical operations that could be applied to the design of experiments in gene expression and other biological networks.
As chair of the ALA Education Committee, I encourage your feedback and participation in defining the activities of the ALA and the direction of the emerging Field of Laboratory Automation. Please discuss your ideas with any of the Education Committee members. We look forward to seeing you at LabAutomation2005.
Sincerely, James D. Sterling, Ph.D.
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